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Paper Medicine Man and the
Renaissance in Frontier Military
History: A Review Essay
PAUL L. HEDREN

Captain John G. Bourke is an exemplary example of that small corps
of nineteenth-century literate soldiers who, in multifaceted careers,
were both agents of change on the Indian frontier and also compulsive
chroniclers of dying cultures. Bourke and his few peers believed that
theirs was a last opportunity to chronicle aboriginal societies before
they disappeared altogether. During his career Bourke authored numerous ethnological and historical works, all of which have stood the
test of time, yet the man himself has remained a shadowy figure in
western historiography. Before Joseph c. Porter's Paper Medicine Man,
Bourke was known to students by only one short monograph, in several
minor biographical articles, or hardly at all.
Porter, a curator of Western American History and Ethnology at
the Center for Western Studies, Joslyn Art Museum, is both diligent
in his research and artful in his prose. The combination produces an
eloquent portrait of Captain Bourke. A compulsive diarist and a remarkably productive historian-ethnologist, Bourke left a mountain of
insightful data for his future biographer. Porter mastered this paper
PaulL. Hedren is National Park Service superintendent of the Fort Union Trading
Post National Historic Site, North Dakota. He has authored numerous articles, two
books on the Great Sioux War, and has recently completed a detailed study of Fort
Laramie, Wyoming, during the Great Sioux War.

95

96

NEW MEXICO HISTORICAL REVIEW

JANUARY 1987

Paper Medicine Man: John Gregory Bourke and His American West. By Joseph c.
Porter. (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1986. xviii + 362 pp. Illustrations, maps, notes, bibliography, index. $29.95:)
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monster, and through it effectively penetrated his subject's mind. Porter helps us understand Bourke's thought processes, and we learn
about the relationships and context of events that forced his actions.
We soon come to appreciate the sense of urgency which relentlessly
drove him throughout his life. Few Old Army biographers have succeeded so well in comprehending their subjects and recreating their
lives. William S. McFeely's 1981 study of Ulysses S. Grant and Paul
Andrew Hutton's 1985 biography of Philip H. Sheridan'come to mind
as comparable. Surely Porter's biography will rank among these finest. 1
Bourke was indeed a complex soldier. An excellent education in
languages and the classics before the Civil War provided him with a
natural foundation for later literary and intellectual achievement. His
service in the enlisted ranks of the Fifteenth Pennsylvania Volunteer
Cavalry from 1862 to mid-1865 was seldom mentioned in later years,
but Bourke was awarded a Medal of Honor for gallantry at Stones
River, Tennessee, and he did attract the attention of Major General
George Thomas, who endorsed his appointment to the United States
Military Academy in 1865. Four years at West Point further ho I1 ed
Bourke's language and intuitive skills. His assignment in 1869 to the
Third Cavalry, which was then stationed in the American Southwest,
hardly suggested the creative and professional opportunities awaiting
him. It was chance, in fact, that brought two unique personalities, John
G. Bourke and George Crook, together.
Crook, promoted to brigadier general and transferred to Arizo.na
in 1871 to defeat the Apaches, sought out staff officers with organizational and administrative skills. Among the first to join him was
Bourke, then twenty-five years old. For the next fifteen years Bourke
and Crook were inexorably linked at the center of the army's role in
Western expansion. Their personalities meshed nicely, so that Crook
soon came to rely on his aide-de-camp as an observer, advisor, confidant, and press agent.
In the 1870s Crook was the army's most successful Indian fighter
and Lieutenant General Philip Sheridan directed him from one scene
of conflict to another. Never distant from the limelight, Bourke observed Crook's successful resolution of the early 1870s Apache Indian
war. Transferred to command the Department of the Platte in Omaha,
Crook quickly organized the 1875 Black Hills scientific expedition to
reevaluate George Custer's findings of the previous year. Bourke went
to the hills· as Crook's personal observer.
1. William S. McFeely, Grant: A Biography (New York: W. W. Norton, 1981); Paul
Andrew Hutton, Phil Sheridan and His Army (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1985).
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John G. Bourke. Courtesy Nebraska
State Historical Society.
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George Crook. Courtesy Custer
Battlefield National Monument,
National Park Service.

On the northern plains in 1876-1877 Bourke played a key administrative role in Crook's three consecutive Great Sioux War field expeditions. He was a participant in the four major clashes between
Crook's troops and the allied Sioux and Cheyennes. He witnessed the
surrenders at Camp Robinson, Nebraska, in the late winter and early
spring of 1877 as this protracted conflict finally drew to a conclusion.
Close contact throughout the war with Crows, Shoshonis, and later
Sioux and Cheyennes instilled a new consciousness in Bourke. His
contact with Apache scouts in Arizona had already initiated an enlightened view of native culture, but during and after the Great Sioux War
he came to admire and respect Indian intelligence, courage, and strength,
and to see qualities in Indian culture comparable to features that he
respected in his own culture. This budding interest in the field of
. ethnology led him to keep notes about his native contacts and to collect
pictographs and other artifacts. This growing interest shaped his views
of government Indian policy. After the spring of 1877 he believed that
the "great danger of the future is not from the red man's want of faith
as much as the indifference of our Government to the plainest requirement of honor" (p. 64). This view never drifted from the context of
social evolution held during his age, yet he saw events like the killing
of Crazy Horse as far beyond military necessity. While many of his
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brother officers remained unconcerned or scornful of Indians, Bourke
became increasingly fascinated.
While persevering on an already demanding administrative schedule, Bourke soon broadened his personal studies to include the eth~
nological literature of the day. He opened contacts with prominent
American ethnologists. John Wesley Powell of the Smithsonian Institution's Bureau of Ethnology encouraged Bourke and helped him to
develop guidelines for future field work. Moreover, Bourke sought and
received endorsement from Lieutenant General Sheridan, commanding the Division of the Missouri, to pursue Indian studies. Sheridan
and others in the army's command shared the notion that white settlement was destroying native traditions, and these should be recorded
before they disappeared. In a sense, Bourke and his scholarly-inclined
contemporaries were "salvage anthropologists desperately trying to
retrieve details about aboriginal life from the inexorable movement of
history" (p. 80).
Bourke's ethnological curiosity germinated on the northern plains
among the Sioux, Cheyennes, Arapahoes, and Shoshonis, but his greatest scholarly productivity came from tours through the Southwest beginning in 1881. He was particularly intrigued by the Pueblo Indians
and he also traveled and lived among the Nilvajos, Zunis, Apaches,
and Hopis. Few cultural matters escaped his journals. Daily diary entries were basic to Bourke's routine. Few contemporaries, perhaps
limited to Charles King of the Fifth Cavalry, shared Bourke's compulsive and comprehensive diary keeping. Into his daily journals went a
careful pattern of observations, notes, and opinions. He also laid in
newspaper clippings related to these events, as well as original photos
and pictographs. Bourke usually worked on his journal late into the
evening after others had dropped from exhaustion. One Apache considered it bizarre that Bourke was always "writing, writing, writing."
Why did he do this, the Apache demanded, was he a "paper medicine
man?" (p. 181).
Bourke's ethnological work between 1881 and 1886 intermixed with
administrative and field service with Crook, who was reassigned in
late 1882 to the Department of Arizona to deal with renewed Apache
outbreaks. Campaign service actually provided an excellent opportunity to engage in ethnological study, and Bourke seized every opportunity. On the war front Bourke participated in the continuing struggles
in Apacheria. These eventually led to the subjugation of the Chiricahuas and the unceremonious replacement of Crook by the egotistical
Nelson A. Miles. Bourke was tainted by the imbroglio between these
two officers, to his ultimate embitterment, while personally he basked
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in the glory of repeated scholarly publication and an increasing ethnographic peer recognition for his Indian studies.
Bourke's first major work, The Snake Dance of the Moquis of Arizona,
was published in 1884. Every several years thereafter, other significant
publications appeared, as did dozens of essays, notes, and commentary. Bourke's most enduring book, On the Border With Crook, appeared
in 1891. Although the general and his former aide shared an estranged
relationship in the late 1880s owing to matters of promotion, On the
Border was a fitting memorial to Crook, who died in March 1890. The
book was a creative release for a story about the Apache and Sioux
wars that had been fomenting in Bourke's mind for half a decade. On
the Border With Crook quickly became, and still remains, a classic of
Western American literature and history, in print to this day.
John G. Bourke died in 1896. His final years were filled with frustration over matters of health, the lack of promotion beyond the grade
of captain, and feuds with the War Department over diminished support for his scholarly pursuits. Remarkably, he continued diary notation to the very day of his death.
Bourke functioned at the center of military, administrative, intellectual, and humanitarian concerns with the Western frontier. He deserves to be remembered as an intelligent, active, compassionate soldier
whose field work and writings are a permanent contribution to ethnology and American history. Porter's Paper Medicine Man successfully
presents Bourke in this light.
Paper Medicine Man is also an example of the new vigor of frontier
military history. A solid foundation was created nearly two decades
ago with the publication of Francis Paul Prucha's and Robert M. Utley's
outstanding frontier military overviews in the Macmillan Wars of the
United States series. 2 The careful analysis and insightful interpretations
presented by Prucha and Utley will not quickly be challenged, but they
also pOinted out needs in the field. Porter's Bourke biography meets
one of these needs.
Military biography, for example, is a wide-open field, where numerous leading soldiers deserve comprehensive study. Men like Sheridan, Crook, Miles, Ranald Mackenzie, Charles King, and George Custer
played major roles in the military West. Custer, despite numerous
2. Francis Paul Prucha, The Sword of the Republic: The United States Army on the Frontier,
1783-1846 (New York: Macmillan Company, 1969); Robert M. Utley, Frontiersmen in Blue:
The United States Army and the Indian. 1848-1865 (New York: Macmillan Company, 1967);
Robert M. Utley, Frontier Regulars: The United States Army and the Indian, 1866-1890 (New
York: Macmillan Company, 1973).
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publications, remains a mystery in many ways. Robert M. Utley is
presently working on a short, interpretive biography of Custer. Progress in frontier military biography is marked by Hutton's work on
Sheridan and his new anthology on military figures, as well as recent
books on Wesley Merritt, Benjamin Grierson, and William Hazen, but
the field remains relatively untapped. 3
Prucha and Utley, while providing useful introductions to many
individual Indian campaigns, still left detailed analysis to others. One
of the finest western campaign studies, as a prototype and a chronicle,
remains James L. Haley's The Buffalo War, the story of the Red River
War of 1874. 4 Dan L. Thrapp's several volumes on the conquest of
Apacheria does comparable justice to that subject. 5 Remarkably, considering its international appeal, the Great Sioux War of 1876-1877 is
still without a suitable, comprehensive overview despite. one noteworthy attempt and the existence of numerous battle studies. 6
Non-campaign aspects of the Western military experience have
been the focus of other recent scholarship. Edward M. Coffman's The
Old Army might appear to be short of frontier focus but, in fact, virtually
everything that happened to the army from the time of its founding
to the turn of the twentieth century occurred because of or on the
3. Paul Andrew Hutton, ed., Soldiers West: Biographies from the Military Frontier (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1987); Don E. Alberts, Brandy Station to Manila Bay:
A Biography of General Wesley Merritt (Austin: Presidial Press, 1981); Willliam H. Leckie
and Shirley A. Leckie, Unlikely Warriors: General Benjamin H. Grierson and His Family
(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1984); Marvin E. Kroeker, Great Plains Command:
William B. Hazen in the Frontier West (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1976).
4. James L. Haley, The Buffalo War, The History of the Red River Uprising of 1874 (New
York: Doubleday, 1976).
5. Dan L. Thrapp, General Crook and the Sierra Madre Adventure (Norman: University
of Oklahoma Press, 1972); Dan L. Thrapp, The Conquest of Apacheria (Norman: University
of Oklahoma Press, 1967); Dan L. Thrapp, Victoria and the Mimbres Apaches (Norman:
University of Oklahoma Press, 1974).
6. John S. Gray attempted a detailed overview of the Great Sioux War in his Centennial Campaign, The Sioux War of 1876 (Fort Collins: Old Army Press, 1976), but his
sound synthesis lost direction after a recounting of the Custer battle. Since that conflict's
great field and political actions occurred after June 25, 1876, a chronicle cannot stop
there, regardless of how luring the Custer intrigue. Singular battle studies remain one
of the strengths of scholarship on this prolonged war and an essential Sioux War bibliography must include these secondary works: J. W. Vaughn, The Reynolds Campaign on
Powder River (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1961); J. W. Vaughn, With Crook
at the Rosebud (Harrisburg, Pennsylvania: Stackpole Company, 1956); Edgar I. Stewart,
Custer's Luck (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1955); Paul L. Hedren, First Scalp
for Custer: The Skirmish at Warbonnet Creek, Nebraska, July 17. 1876 (Glendale, California:
Arthur H. Clark Company, 1980); and Jerome A. Greene, Slim BUlles, 1876: An Episode
of the Great Sioux War (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1982). Each of these books
contains exhaustive bibliographies.
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western frontier. Some of Coffman's story has seemingly already been
told by Don Rickey, Jr., in Forty Miles a Day on Beans and Hay, Jack D.
Foner in The United States Soldier Between Two Wars, and Patricia Y.
Stallard in Glittering Misery, but as he explained, he built upon these
and other standard references by asking different questions of his sources.
The Old Army will undoubtedly rank as a masterwork. 7
Robert W. Frazer's Forts and Supplies: The Role of the Army in the
Economy of the Southwest, 1846-1861, William E. Unrau's Tending the
Talking Wire: A Buck Soldier's View of Indian Country, 1863-1866, E. B.
Long's The Saints and the Union: Utah Territory During the Civil War, and
Darlis Miller's The California Column in New Mexico carry military"scholarship into geopolitical contexts. 8 These excellent monographs and others
of their type advance the field while helping to redefine it.
The frontier military experience must also be told from the Native
American perspective. Imagine the insights possible from a carefully
synthesized examination of Indian accounts of a battle such as the
Little Big Horn. Two such studies are underway. In this subfield Robert
Utley has again paved the way in his masterful 1984 book The Indian
Frontier of the American West, 1846-1890. Thomas W. Dunlay's 1982 Wolves
for the Blue Soldiers: Indian Scouts and Auxiliaries with the United States
Army, is already widely regarded as a standard in the field as well. 9
The field of western military history profits from related interdisciplinary work either completed or now in production. An understanding of the physical culture of the frontier army was enhanced by the
7. Edward M. Coffman, The Old Army: A Portrait of the American Army in Peacetime,
1784-1898 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1986). Don Rickey, Jr., Forty Miles a Day
on Beans and Hay: The Enlisted Soldier Fighting the Indian Wars (Norman: University of
Oklahoma Press, 1963); Jack D. Foner, The United States Soldier Between Two Wars: Army
Life and Reforms, 1865-1898 (New York: Humanities Press, 1970); Patricia Y. Stallard,
Glittering Misery: Dependents of the Indian Fighting Army (Fort Collins: Old Army Press,
1978).
8. Robert W. Frazer, Forts and Supplies: The Role of the Army in the Economy of the
Southwest, 1846-1861 (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1983); William E.
Unrau, Tending the Talking Wire: A Buck Soldier's View of Indian Country, 1863-1866 (Salt
Lake City: University of Utah Press, 1979); E. B. Long, The Saints and the Union: Utah
Territory During the Civil War (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1981); Darlis A. Miller,
The Califomia Column in New Mexico (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press,
1982).
9. Robert M. Utley, The Indian Frontier of the American West, 1846-1890 (Albuquerque:
University of New Mexico Press, 1984); Thomas W. Dunlay, Wolves for the Blue Soldiers:
Indian Scouts and Auxiliaries with the United States Army, 1860-90 (Lincoln: University of
Nebraska Press, 1982).
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Surrender conference between General Crook and Geronimo, Canyon de los Embudos, March 25, 1886. Seated left
to right: Samson Lane Faison, Cyrus Swan Roberts, Geronimo, Concepcion, Nana, Naiche, Marion P. Maus, Jose
Maria, Antonio Besias, Jose Montoya, John G. Bourke, George Crook, and Charles D. Roberts.
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1978 publication of Robert M. Herskovitz's Fort Bowie Material Culture,
a profusely illustrated analysis of the archaeological debris uncovered
at this important southwestern military post. The recent systematic
archaeological surveys of Montana's Custer Battlefield National Monument, coupled with the introduction of new technological analysis,
promises dramatic information on the character of this famous battle.
More generally, the question of firearms in Indian and military possession has received careful examination by Louis A. Garavaglia and
Charles G. Worman in their encyclopedic two-volume study of firearms
of the American West, 1803-1894. This varied scholarship may not force
a reinterpretation of Fort Bowie history, or provide final insight into
the last moments of Custer's life on that dusty Montana hillside, but
they nevertheless help frame exciting perspectives in a most active
field. 10
Books on Bourke, Sheridan,the Old Army, Indian scouts, and
military archaeology are notable additions to the field that is, paradoxically, derided by many who are sure that Prucha and Utley have
already had the final word. To the contrary, military history is undergoing a renaissance, and surely this would have pleased a soldier-scholar
like Captain John G. Bourke.

10. Robert M. Herskovitz, Fort Bowie Material Culture (Tucson: University of Arizona
Press, 1978). Louis A. Garavaglia and Charles G. Worman, Firearms of the American West,
1803-1865 (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1984); Louis A. Garavaglia
and Charles G. Worman, Firearms of the American West, 1866-1894 (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1985).

